In the epilepsies as in many other areas of clinical medicine, we are led to believe that advances in molecular genetics will soon revolutionize our understanding of the disorder, and perhaps their treatment too. But the revolution has been slow in coming. The genetic basis of no common form of epilepsy has yet been elucidated and we have yet to agree on the inheritance pattern of common genetic epilepsies such as Rolandic epilepsy and juvenile myoclonic epilepsy. Nevertheless, for certain rare forms of epilepsy such as benign familial neonatal convulsions and familial frontal lobe epilepsy spectacular advances have occurred which seem certain to point the way to advances in numerically more important conditions. Genetics of Focal Epilepsies is the latest in a series of epilepsy texts based on the proceedings of expert meetings held around the world. In this case the meeting was held in Avignon in 1996. The text is multiauthored and the editors have tried to arrange the chapters so that they tell a cohesive story. Following an introduction, six sections deal with the idiopathic age-related focal epilepsies, the idiopathic focal epilepsies in infancy, autosomal dominant forms of focal epilepsy, the genetics of focal epilepsy, molecular biology and some putative animal models. Included are detailed descriptions of how membrane receptor defects and ion channel defects can lead to epileptic seizures. Such discoveries are surely amongst the most exciting in neurology this decade. The principal strength of the book is that each chapter is written by an individual with unsurpassed knowledge of the topic under discussion. Every contribution is well informed and scholarly. Clinicians will be heartened to see how each of the major breakthroughs has started from a detailed clinical study of the phenomenology. But do not buy this volume for a comprehensive account of the subject. The weight given to a particular topic reflects the interest of those participating rather than the importance of the topic itself. At times, undue prominence is given to rare disorders or entities not yet fully characterized whilst other well recognized conditions such as childhood epilepsy with occipital paroxysms are scarcely mentioned. Moreover, the reader who approaches the book with a series of clinical questions is also likely to be disappointed. It will prove most valuable to those with a special interest in epilepsy syndromes and their phenomenology, and of course to those trying to bridge the gap between clinical epileptology and molecular genetics. Professional medical historians are often caustic about yet another 'life' of a distinguished doctor. All too often it is written, by a doctor, not as a critical biography but as hagiography in which, after a carefree boyhood, the popular student is rapidly promoted to registrar, then manoeuvred by appreciative chiefs into a consultant post at a leading hospital where affability, equanimity and a happy family earn him civil, academic and/or professional distinction, a mellow retirement, a peaceful death, glowing obituaries and a splendid memorial service.
Adrian Marston's Hamilton Bailey is an exception. Marston, who himself rose to the top of his profession, provides a warts-and-all story of a world famous surgeon.
